


















The Clash of Opinions
I know of no country in which there is so little independence
of mind and real freedom of discussion as in America.
Alexis de Tocqueville
Democracy in America
We are the most perfect soci~ty now existing in the world. Here
man is free as he ought to be . . . Here the rewards of his
industry follow with equal steps the progress of his labour;
his labour is founded on the basis of nature, self-i~terest.
M. st. Jean de Orevecoeur
Letters from an American Farmer
The land of the free: This the land of the free: Why, if I say
anything that displeases them, the free mob will lynch me, and
that's my freedom. Free? Why, I have never been in any country
where the individual has such an abject fear of his fellow
countrymen. Because, as I say, they are free to lynch him the
moment he shows he is not one of them. D. H. Lawrence
Studies in Classic American Literature
What is .common to all the other-directed people is that their
contemporaries are the source of direction for the individual-
either those known to him or those with whom he is indirectly
acquainted, through friends and through the mass media. . . .
This mode of keeping in touch with others permits a close
behavioral conformity. . . through an exceptional sensitivity
to the actions and wishes of dhers. David Hiesman
rrhe Lonely Crowd
What Reisman has cal~ed the central feature of the modern Am-
erican character - other-directedness- is, in fact, the dominant
element in our national character through most of our history.
Carl Degler
For more than a century we have lived with the contrasting images
of the American character which Thomas Jefferson and Alexis de
Tocqueville visualized. One of these images presented the American
as . . . an independent individualist, the other a mass-dominated
conformist; one an idealist, the other a materialist. . . Is it
possible to uncover common factors in these apparently contra-
dictory images, and thus to make use of them" both in our quest
for a definition of the !national character?
David Potter
The Quest for National Character
,
I
began in the "New World" over 400 years ago,
an attempt to
characterize exactly what makes this
American, this new
person in relationship to the
world, different from his Euro-
known authority in the field of
American social history, has
noted that "It is probably safe
to say that at the bottom there
have been only two primary ways
of explaining the American,
and
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valid and never questioned very seriously.
Consequently, there has been, since the first
settlements
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pean counterparts. The quest for the definition of an American
character has involved many questions -- What are Americans'
basic traits? How did we, come to be the way we are? Has
the character changed over time?
The answers to these questions have involved many different
people in many fields. The answers given are sometimes broad
generalizations which oversimplify the entire question, and at
other times they offer such specific solutions that it is easy
to pass them off as fanciful. There does seem to be some common
ground to many of the ideas, however. David Potter, a well-






tions... one depicts the American as primarily an individualist
and an idealist, while the other makes him 011t as a conformist
and materialist."l Even foreign observers noted these contra-
dietary tendencies long before the dawning of the twentieth
century.
The English writer'Harriet
Martineau's account sounds at times
as if she is paraphrasing modern critics of mass society. She
wrote during the 1830's:
"There is fear of vulgarilty, fear of responsibility;
and above all, fear of singularity. . . There is some-
thing little short of disgusting to the stranger who
has been unused to witness such want of social confi-
dence, in the caution which presents probably the strong-
est aspect of selfishness that he has ever seen. The
Americans of the northern states are, from education
and habit, as accustomed to the caution of which I speak,
as to be unaware of its extent and singularity
"2
.
The most famous observer of America, Alexis de Tocqueville,
saw evidence of both individualism
and conformity in the American
character. He wrote, "The inhabitant of a democratic country
compares himself individually with those all around him, he
feels with pride that he is the equal of anyone of them..."3
He also observed, however, that "in
democratic states organized
on the principles of the American
republics, this is more es-
pecially the case, where the authority of the majority is so
absolute and so irresistable that a man must give up his rights
as a citizen, and almost abjure his qualities as a human being,
if he intends to stray from the track which it lays
down."L}
The most celebrated
post-Civil War visitor to America was




a despDndency to fall into line, the acquiesce in dominant opinion."S
The general behaviours recorded by Bryce and Martineau
as well as Tocqueville, were mentioned by many other foreign
observers. Baron J.A. Graf von Hubner wrote: "Nothing can excite
the contempt of an educated European more than the continual
fears and apprehensions in which even the 'most Enlightened cit-
izens' of the United States seem to live with regard to their
next neighbors, lest their actions, principles, opinions and
beliefs should be condemned by their fellow
creatures.,,6
Clyde Kluckhon, a more modern observer suggests,
.
"Today's kind of "conformity" may actually be a step
toward more genuine individuality in the United States.
"Conformity" is less of a personal and psychological
problem - less tinged with anxiety and guilty. . . If
someone accepts outwardly the conventions of one's group,
one may have greater psychic energy to develop and -
:".
fulfill one's private potentials as a unique person. I
have encountered no substantial evidence that this
"conformity" is thoroughgoingly "inward"."7
Foreign travelers' observations provide us with a compara-
tive mirror in which we can look at ourselves over time. It is
important to note, therefore, that the pehaviour which many
critics regard as distinctly modern was reported by many of
the earlier travelers as a peculiarly American trait in their
day.
In my research I have found that these two theories are
involved in a continuing debate among historians, sociologists
and political philosophers. Some experts insist on adhering to
.
one side or the other of the argument. I, however, view the
American as being a product of both of these forces which







our history, people have admired individualism highly. It has
.always been qualified in some way, however, either by the
Puritans with their insistence upon social conformity while
preaching that the individual was free to communicate with God
as he chose, the nineteenth century Southern planter who saw
himself as a true individualist while simultaneously keeping
slaves to work his fields, or the robber-barons of the turn
of the century who turned their individual talents and oppor-
tunit y into millions by exploiting those less foruna t(~ than
Today's American is an amalgam of both of these forces.
The importance of individualism and conformity in the historical
development of society, can be demonstrated and the current
debate concerning the evolution of America into a mass society
throws further light on this issue. The prevailing thesis
guiding the discussion of modern America centers around the recog-
nition that America in the twentieth century has become a mass
society but that this transformation is not necessarily inher-
ently destructive to the individual and in fact it can be
.'
shown to increase the opportunity for individual expression,
experience and freedom in certain areas of life. The greater
freedom is largely the product of the technological society
which arose after World War II.
As society evolves over time, a greater variety of life
styles are created as the constraining traditionalism of the
past gives way to ever-increasing individual expression.
..
(
Furthermore, the democratization of society allows everyone to
share in the fruits of the age: increased leisure allows people
to experience a wider variety of things, higher levels of edu-
cation have opened up new possibilities for exposure to diff-
erent things, and the right to choose between many alternatives
in many areas of life now belongs to everyone. Modern society
enhances freedom and the opportunity for individuals to pursue
whatever interests of lifestyles they want to because ~he decline
of tradition, of a heirarchical social order and the considera-
tion of love, individuality and personal relationships as the
right order of life, has created greater diversity, variety and
a hunger for experience as more and more aspects of the world come
into the purview of the ordinary man.
It would be foolish to ignore the criticisms of this view.
Many experts see modern society as entirely bad, stifling to
individual creativity, based on conformity and unquestioning
masses, manipulating those who create and perpetuate it, and
leading to cultural stagnation. I recognize and understand
these criticisms, but I "neither believe that the consequences are
always as bleak as these authorities say, nor that the future of
society is totally without hope toward progress, individual
self-fulfillment or increased development of the human poten-
tial.
Certainly technological society can be more impersonal,
more complex and more rapidly changing than earlier more
traditional societies. But one does not have to ~ose one's
,-6-
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individual identity, feel insecure, alienated or helpless.
Because of the greater variety of lifestyles, entertainment
and experiences and the greater tolerance for and understanding
of individual pursuits, the opportunity exists for greater
self-fulfillment than in past ages. All the individual has to
do is to take advantage of the opportunities provided by tech-
nological advances. One can now be exposed to world culture,
avante-garde art or ethnic music if one so wishes. People can
backpack in the Alaskan tundra or search for ruins in the jungles
of Mexico if so inclined. Because scientific advances have
f}
made communication, travel and the dissemination of information
. so much easier, more people are free to pursue whatever interests
them. If pe~e lack the courage to follow their own interests,
then the path is laid for them to become a member of the non-
thinking, inactive, conforming lonely crowd. This usually
happens because people feel the many societal pressures working
toward conformity more strongly than they want to pursue their
own interests.
One cannot fail to be impressed with the strength of the
pressures working against the freedom of the individual, both
n9W and in the past. Many view the American past as the era of
rugged indiv~dualism where everyone was free to do exactly
as they pleased, often with disregard for the law or their
fellow beings. But upon closer examination of America's his-
.
tory and past tradition, one is constantly reminded that indivi-




since its beginnings in the seventeenth century, but that it
has always been challenged through social and religious codes
as well as community peer pressures. The past was highly bound
to traditional ways and was highly resistant to change. But
change is built into the modern technological society and all
kinds of self-expression and individual fulfillment are readily
accepted and even encouraged. This is due to the re~ative
homogeneity (culturally) of the American people today. Many
things were not accepted in the past because the country was
made up of various homogeneous groups struggling for survival
5n a vast wildArness.
Early America's most prominent feature was its diversity
and fragmentation. Every colony was founded for a different
purpose and had a different ethnic, religous and ~litical back-
,.
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ground. By and large they were extremely homogeneous settlements
with, more often than not, laws governing social and religous
conformity. When anyone disagreed with policies of a specific
colony, he was free to move into the wilderness to follow his
own philosophies.
Virginia, for example, was almost exclusively Anglican and
royalist in policies. Any free man from any country was welcomed
as long as he would swear an oath to the English sovereign and
abide by the colony's social and political rules. Conformity
was so important that masters of slaves and indentured servants
had to assume responsibility for the outward conformity of their
employees. Everyone who wanted to live differently from the
." \
prevailing rules and manners was decidedly unwelcome. A group
of Puritans who tried to test this was harrassed so much that
they finally moved to New England afted the governor, who had
the power to oust all religious
nonconformists, told them to
leave.8
New Amsterdam allowed no Jews, Quakers or non-reformed
I
"
Christians. Maryland was a Catholic colony, but like the Penn-
sylvania Quaker colony, sincerely tolerated any newcomers of
differing beliefs. Massachusetts went so far as to pass &D
ordinance in 1647 which forbade the entrance of Jesuits to
the colony unless they were shipwrecked or on diplomatic
business errands.9 These New England colonies were perhaps
more rigid in demanding conformity than the other young
settlements in the New World.
This can be attributed to the fact that a certain amount of
conformity was necessary to carve a settlement out of the wilder-
ness. In such a struggling society, everyone was expected to
first pull his own weight in the maintenance of society and
secondly pursue his own life interests. The task of building
a society in a wilderness with Indians and harsh weather
working against them made it necessary for the settlers to
establish some expectations of conformity and outline the pri-
orities and manner in which things should be done.
All of the settlers in the various colonies, the Puritans
as well as the German and Quaker sectarians underwent a social
process known as "tribalism."lO They all became exclusive and
withdrawn (in differing degrees) in an attempt not only to cope
-9-
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with the pluralistic nation which was developing around them.
They generally abandoned any sense of salvation except for their
own kind as a way to combat potentially destructive forces which
might serve to weaken the fabric of the society for which they
had crossed a treacherous ocean and fought a forbidding new
land to preserve. They weren't going to travel 3,000 miles and
not get the kind of social system that they wanted. This phen-
omenon is particularly evident in the New England Puritans.
.
The Massachusetts colonies were probably the most homogen-
eous societies in America until the beginning of the eighteenth
century. The central feature of this society was its religion.
All actions must accord with God's rules, and so social and pol-
itical thinking was forced to conform with religious conclusions.
The two essential elements of seventeenth centuwpuritanism
contained both individualistic and collectivistic notions.
The first was tro mystical element of passion which each person
had to feel toward God. This individual notion went hand in
hand with the collective idea, the demand for rational obedience
to an external social code. Thus the Puritans generated respect
for individual freedom as well as the need for external discipline
and conformity. At times these two factors were juxtaposed
against one another and are the cause of some interesting para-
doxes in Puritan social thought.
The central doctrine of religious thought was the "justi-
.
fication by faith," (the insistence that one look inward to one's
own heart to discover the presence of God.) An individual




were necessary. They also believed that man was predestined
by God to be either one of the chosen, or elect, or one of
those who were sentenced to eternal damnation. Nothing that man
could do could change the outcome of this previously decided
fate. The only way one would perhaps get an idea whether one
was elected or not was to outwardly materially prosper. Thus the
incentive existed to work diligently to prosper, but it wasn't
applied in an individualistic sense because one couldn't
prosper for one's own personal benefit, it rather had to be
for the benefit of God. The Puritan work ~hic was deeply
ingrained in the religion, but it was also to serve only the
religious goals and not the individual personally.
These strong aspects of individualism contrasted sharply
to the need for collectivism in the new and unstable societies
struggling for existence in the wilderness. The Puritans'
societal order was founded on covenants established shortly
after the first settlers arrived in America and the contractual
arrangement among mem to live wi thin thE) houncJici of ~}ccj.(~ty :3!taTply
limited one's ability to express individual ideas which markedly
differed from those held by the majority. Anyone who threatened
the basic character of the community was excluded. This se.ntiment
is aptly expressed by Winthrop when he wrote:
"if the peace of our cohabitation be our owne, then
no man hath right to come into us, etc., without our
consent. . . We lawfully refufue to receive such whose
dispositions suite not ours and whose society will be
hurtful to us."ll
. .




Anne Hutchinson in 16J8 and the Quakers in the 1650's.
The individualism bound up in the religious tenets
and the enforced conformity of the social sphere were always
counterp~ised against one another~ and slowly Puritanism took on
a new look. Paradoxically, its demise was due largely to its
success in reaching the goals it had earlier established. As
the settlement became older and more prosperous, and the inhab-
itants became more familiar with the natural phenomenon, the
awfulness and incredible power of God as manifested in the
physical environment took on a tamer character and a greater
sense of confidence in the, individual's abilities arose.
. The early literature chronicles this changing philosophy
well. In Winthrop's and Bradford's journals, God is clearly
the protagonist. In Bradford's Plymouth Plantation, for example,
the author makes it clear that without God's help and protection
the journey would never have been completed. All future success
of the colony was in God's hands rather than dependent upon the
settlers' efforts. But later, in Mather's Magnalia Christi Ameri-
cana (1702), man is the protagonist. Here, the prosperity and
success of the colonies was due to man's resourcefulness and
industriousness rather than a wh~m of God's. Man was beginning
to understand how to control the world around him. The decreased
sense of mystery of the world was accompanied by an increased will-
ingness to allow experience to dictate man's values.
.
,Because of this new confidence in man, the turn of the
century saw the advent .of two rival movements important to the
individual. They were the Enlightenment, based on reason and
individu~l conscience, and the Great Awakening, with its
emphasis on direct individual experience of God. Both of these
movements were going strong by mid-century. The Enlightenment
stressed the belief in reason and the natural rights of man.
It taught that since man was endowed with reason by the creator,
he was able to observe the universe which was orderly and pro-
dictable. It also taught that man was endowed with certain
.
natural rights, e.g., the right to be secure, to pursue Qne~
own desires. These rights. ~hould be preserved by a consentual,
contractual form of government. T~'Enlightenment thus placed
tremendous confidence in the individual, and recognized that he
was supreme and had a right to pursue his development to the
fullest. This philosophy had a tremendous influence on the
Revolution and served as the founding fathers' guiding phil-
osophy in wdting the Constitution. Because of it, the separation
of church and state, the emphasis on individual liberites and'
the existence of the Bill of Rights is a part of the American
tradtion of law.
The Great Awakening was an attempt to rekindle the fires of
religious zeal and was filled with theatrics and emotion. The
idea of human depravity survived in an attempt to freighten people







experience of God's existence was stressed. Consequently, there
was much emotion and drama in this movement. Men like George
Whitfield and Jonathan Edwards were major leaders in this move-
ment. An outbreak in religious individualism, long fettered by
the standing order of New England churches result~d as people
revolted against the ruling oligarchy in religious disquise.
Many New England towns were still governed by the church instead
of a majority of citizens. This movement was partially an
attempt to allow the majority to rule instead of the church, and
can be seen as the beginnings of a movement which culminated in
the American revolution.~2
The movement didn't last long, however, because the justifi-
cation of the theology was soon made into an intellectual pur-
suit and was confined largely to the divinity schools. People
became alienated from the churches because they couldn't under-
stand the extremely dry and complex intricacies of the doctrine.
This developement, combined with the political situation of
the 1750's and '60's provided the impetus needed for the people
to turn away from the clergy as their intellectual leaders to
the politicians. The absolutism of tre~Puritan God became as
objectionable as the absolutism of the English king as the poli-
tical consciousness of the colonies rose. The age of popular
rule and individual decision was upon America. Individualism
rose hand-in-hand with democratic theory.
"-14-
The Revolution was America's statement of individuality. in
that it mandated to England that the colonies be allowed to
govern themselves in their own interests aCC1rding to their own
priorities. The Articles of Confederation and the Constitution
resulted from the Revolution. Both documents were based on
the liberal concept of popular rule and contractual government
which were products of the Enlightenment. The government derived
its power from the people and existed for their common benifit.
Majority rule was the guiding decision-maker, but minority rights
were protected. No longer could the majority inflict itself
4It
on the unpr~Bcted so that individual freedom was increased.
The Declaration of Ind~pendence recognized that all men
were inherently separate and equal. But at the time of the
writing, this was meant to mean only those who owned property
and were of the male gender: It was felt that individuals
who owned no property lacked the necessary stake in society
to make reliable citizens. Therefore, individual influence,
/
power and rights were qualified and contingent upon certain',
conditions.
4It
Despite this, the Constitution did provide steps toward
increased individual freedom and fulfillment. The Articles
recognized the superiority of men over the governemsnt by
having the governement derive its power from the people, and
provided for thirteen separate, individual and independent







but wh ich retaineci their own character:~ and sovereignty.
Man was seen as a creature of rapacion8 self-interest, yet
the framers wanted him to be free to follow his own pursuit
of property. They assumed the state of nature to bethe Hobbesian
war of each against all, but the didn't propose to end it,
merely to stabilize it and make it less murderous. Power
was given to the common man; yet it was assumed that the
superior man would always lead. Thus, complete individual
opportunity for all to attain whatever they wanted, was still
in the future because of the implicit notions that only the
propertied and educated could lead.
Some of America's leading philosophers of the early nfune-
teenth century held conflicting ideas as embodied in the two
contrasting political theories of the Whiggish liberty of indi-
vidual rights and the democratic principles of popular rule.
Jefferson seems to embody the ambiguities of both with
his dedication to the common man's individuality and his firm be-
lief in democratic rule. .He sawall governments as evil at best
because by their very nature they restricted the individual.
As a proponent of the natural rights doctrine, he believed that
a national system of self-seeking private enterprise would be
intrinsically benificial to the country as well as the individ-
ual and should be disturbed by the government. He also saw
the farmer as the well-spring of civic virtue and of individual
vi"bality. These were the people who were truly representative
..
,
of the American lnterest and who alone should be relied upon to
express the proper American sentiments. His ideals of equality
only extended as far as landowners, however, because individuals
who weren't propertied weren't inherently endowed with the qual-
ities necessary to be good citizens and therefore, wete not as
virtuous and deserving of a voice in government.
Jackson, however, is a symbol for the age of the rise of the
common man, when American political democracy was beginning to
diverge from the individualistic tenets of Jefferson. Jackson's
aim was to bring the representative government under closer
popular control, but he actually greatly increased Presidential
power over the individual in his attempt. The age was characterized
by opportunism, reckless speculation and erratic growth because
people realized the material benifits which were to be gained
from the primitive technology. Individualism was rampant an~
nearly everyone was caught up in the pursuit of material pros-
perity.
Alexis de Tocqueville saw the dangers in this, however.
He feared majority tyranny might occur from the unchecked greed
of the masses. Distinguishing between freedom for the indi-
vidual and the American stress upon equality, Tocqueville ob-
served that the love of equality and hatred of privileges, even
the slightest, lead to the demand that all rights and privileges
be concentrated in the hands of the government. A strong cen-




to such social and collective undertakings as war, but it could
also lead to a situation wh~re the will of man, if not completely
destroyed, would be softened, bent and easily 'guided. Fearing
that the majority would destroy free institutions, de Tocqueville
wrote: "I know of no country in which there is so little inde-
pendence of mind and real freedom of discussion as in America."l)
But philosophically, the age was extremely favorable to the
individual. Transcendentalism, with its belief in the divinity
of man and the doctrine of self-reliance, was emerging. This
philosophy preached the divinity of man, the duty of self-reliance
and the necessity of cultivating one's own possibilities.l4 It
was developed 5n New England by 8 croup containing Emerson and , ;
Thoreau who saw the dangers which industrialism posed to the
quality of life. It sought to measure everything within man's
soul because it taught the unity of man and nature as we~l as
the concept that man is the very essence of God, called the Over-
soul. Man was, therefore, inherently divine and was sovereign
over himself. Man could rely upon himself to establish his own
spiritual existence because his capabilities were almost limit-
less.
Society to the transcendentalists was an aggregation of
cohering individuals which existed only to provide a stable
order so the individual could develop as he wished. Emerson res-
cued the individual from entangling Christian superstitions and
.
preached a doctrine of liberation and individuality.15 This




era when society was closing in on the individual.
The sense of cosmic optimism which was a part of the
Transcendental idealism embodied the lasting qualities of self-
reliance and creativity which enjoyed a revival in the 1960's
and '70's. In its own period, transcendentalism greatly in-
fluenced the abolitionist movement.
Transcendentalism was largely confined to the East because
America was divided by sectionalism, and the dissemination of
ideas was usually confined within these division
lines.16
The South and West were agricultural hinterlands to the pre-
dominantly commercial East. Between 1820 and 1860, the differences
between the East and West greatly diminished due to increased
communication and transportation systems and by 1850, actually
only two sections, the North and South remained.17 The obvious
difference between the two was the institution of slavery which
eventually led to the Civi~ W3.r.
cities or other social groups outside of the family were min-
imal and the conformity-encouraging factors inherent in cities
never exerted pressure on the Southerners. The South did
have its own social code, but the pressures to conform weren't
,felt as much as in Puritan New England or the industrial
urban Northeast. Thus, the Southerners felt as lack of social
obligation and discipline since the bulk of their lives was
spent on their plantations producing agricultural commodities.18
Individuality for the black man was a non-existent dream.
Slaves were thought of as property, things to be bought and
sold without regard to their intrinsic values. Indians were
regarded in the same way, but they weren't owned like the blacks
were.
The war was the culmination of diverse national develop-
ment and national disintegration. The war made it necessary
that a national bureaucracy be developed to coordinate the North's
efforts. Industry boomed during the war years and the production
1
of war material served to expand factories and force improve-
ments in efficiency and manufacturing techniques and technolo-
gical organization. After the war, the necessary groundwork
was laid to develop a national culture through the Reconstruc-
tion programs which were accompanied by an increased govern-
mental bureaucracy.
Since the Civil War, the traditional American individualism
has come more into question. The decline of individualism
was inevitable because the advancing industrial revolution
brought many social changes which threatened man's freedom.
A tremendous economic surge swept the country, filling the last
frontiers of the West and carrying levels of production to
4It previously unsurpassed heights.
..
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The closing of the West in particular can be cited as
having a significant psychological effect upon the concepts
of individualism and conformity. The West was traditionally
a place where society was determined not by a specific cultural
tradition, but rather by the relationship and conflict between
man and nature. It was a place which had always invited non-
conformity and it allowed heretics or eccentrics to escape
from a rigid social structure and establish their own communities
governed by their own philosophies. It also allowed others to
be tolerant of them because they were far away from their society.19
In the course of expansion, 'at first crude forms of individ-
ualism were strengthened. The Indian fighters, old miners,
cowboys and frontier desperadoes were certainly individualists
in the crudest sense, often callous to the point of ignoring
other individual's rights. In the same way, the industrial
robber barons which this new age bred were ruthless and nugged
individualists who devoured rivals who competed with them.
This individualism:m exploitation and cons~li4ation was not in v
harmony with the older philosophy of natural rights and limited
governemnt. No matter how much the farmer or manufacturer
talked of laissez faire, in practice each sought the protection
of the government which offered direct subsidies in the form of
tarriffs and land grants.20 More significant still, the swift
exploitation of the West and the rapid growth of American in-
dustry and population, also hastened the advent of the mass
...
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man and society of the twentieth century. The imfuigrant
population quickly succumbed to control by public opinion
and by the political bureaucracy.
Industrialization and mass production necessitated pre-
cision and standardization for efficiency of production. These
conform-inducing phenomenon soon spread throughout society. The
public began to expect standardization from department stores,
hotels and hospitals. This emphasis demended a certain level of
planning and organization which necessarily curtailed spontaneity
and individual creativity. In the early twentieth century, the
individual was approaching anonymity because of the increased
bureaucratic involvement in every-day life and the relative
insignificance of individual workers in the production process.
Industrialization also brought with it routinized labor,
and skilled 1aborers were often replaced by machines. Now the
unskilled workers conformed to the machine age, often demoralized
and deindividualized in the montonous process of assembly.
Identification with the finished product waned as each worker
did only a single specifically assignffi!part of the entire process.
Workers with little talent were easily replaced, and daily
hiring practices were the rule. The communal feeling of a
few artisans working together was lost to the anonymity of
modern mass production.
The impact of war reinforced the anti-individualist effects
of an industrial society. World War I immensely stimulated the





and regulation demanded by the Progressives in the early 1900's
were achieved after 1917 in connection with the war economy.
Regulation for the purpose of maintaining competitive individ-
ualism now yielded to regulation in order to ~hieve economic
integration to produce greater productive efficiency. The war
was a cumpulsory business for the individual from beginning to
end. Either at home, or serving in the Army, he lost hxs identity
to the dictates of the state. The war made government and business
partners, and the individual was subject to the increased feelings
of nationalism and patriotism, able only to offer a feeble pro-
test if he disagreed with them. War seemed to emphasize herd
instinct and mass conformity due to the feeling that America was
united against a common enemy.
The postwar revolt as manifested in the "roaring 20's"
reflected the frustrations many individuals felt with the pressures
of a business civilization. During this era people's private
lives were subject to increasing state interference. Prohibition
is the most obvious example., but censorhip of books and motion
pictures was also~elevant. Individual customs and morals were
suppressed in the wave of conservative reaction. During this
time there was an ever-increasing tendency to equate democracy
with majority rule and equality with equality of material con-
ditions.22
What most people remember the 20's for is not for its great
.
steps toward becoming a mass society, but rather the outrageous
."









colorful, yet were by far in the minority,
and the depression quickly put an end to their
merry-making.
They were motivated by the war and a society which was ever-more
demanding conformity. Their actions were largely escape mech-
anisms rather than serious protest against an encroaching mass
society.
The individual was the center of the art and literature
of the 20'S, however. Here the overriding
philosophy was
that the self could be freed from the oppression of society,
and a.private world of
self-determination would then be accessible.!~
Therefore, Dadaism, Expressionism and Surrealism were the basic
'
modes of individual expression. The "lost generation" in lit-
erature depicted the disillusionment
many felt with the war and
postwar society. HemingWay ,and Fitzgerald at times lamented
the lost individualism
and portrayed the search for identity
in an alienated world.
The 20's were extremely
prosperous for industry. But
critics began to question its cost in terms of human values.2)
It was felt that the clamor for material goods which prosperity
fostered was harmful to the intellectual and ethical values
of life. 1'he factory system was continuing to destroy indi-
viduality, and the quest for mass-minded
equality and conformity
continued. The wild speculation in the stock market and the
..
"
many get-rich-quick schemes aimed at the average citizen soon
I
overextended the economy and the feeling that instant wealth
was at everyone's fingertips faded as the stock market plummeted
jn L929.
The Depression not only damaged the economy, but it probably
irreparably damaged the concept of individualism.
Civilization
and society were reexamined, and writers as well as politicians
heavily attacked the older individualism which they felt was
responsible for the conditions which allowed the depression to
occur. The misery caused by the hard times obviously needed
much mutual cooperation and societal aid to be solved. Private
and existing public facilities were woefully inadequate to han-
dle the emergency, and consequently the dependence upon govern-
mental intervention grew and afforded a further basis for attacks
on individualism. This was the era in which social security,
welfare, national health systems and make-work projects were
instituted by the government.
In the trend toward new economic collectivism embodied in
~he programs designed to relieve the damage the depression
caused, it was largely forgotten that the crisis was primarily
due to unbridled nationalism and industrialism which had in-
creased people's confidence in the economcy as well as the inter-
dependency of components within the economy and allowed a
crash to happen. But in the chaos and suffering caused by the
depression, concern for the fate of the free individual was
political liberty was based. But the masses felt that concrete




submerged in the bitterness of the masses. The very number
of people involved in the crisis prevented them from being con-
sidered as individuals. The meaning of freedom now was the right
of the desperate majority against the individual, the right to-
work and earn a daily wage instead of being left on their own
in getting a job when no jobs existed. People urged the govern-
ment to force employers to hire or to establish job programs of
its own. An individual's existence now became dependent on
either his own ability to produce what he needed for himself,
by farming, selling apples on streetcorners, or being lucky
enough to have a job, or on the government to provide him with
money or a place to work.
Herbert Hoover realized this, but his ideas were attacked
as reactionary. He wrote that men were too readily willing to
sacrifice their intellectual and economic freedoms on which their
Collectivism became more widespread than ever before.
It was difficult for individualists to refute the idea that
collectivism was inevitable. The idea that individuality was
an anachronism, and the world would have to develop collectively
had a snowball effect. Everywhere the emphasis was on shared
misery or enforced equality, which, it was hoped, would .lead
to a new era of plenty. People voluntarily gave food and
clothing for the needy: Programs were instituted to donate
a dime per week to support poor families. By viewing their
..
,
situation in relationship to millions of others who were in the
same situation, it made it easier for the poor to survive.
Solutions to the misery were long in coming, and the
world finally turned to artificially induced prosperity of an
armaments economy. Because weapons were quickly self-destructive,
either by obsolescence or use, full production would have a
bootstrap effect and ultimately right the economy. Thus, the
collectivists' assault on individuality in the form of the 801-
ution offered was based on the need to go to war. The oppor-
tunity arose in both Europe and Asia in the early 1940's.
The Second World War saw no break in the effect of the
forces working against the individual. Militarism, nationalism
and a collective production effort all served to strengthen
conformity and increase the speed with which America was moving
toward a mass society. The nation was united against enemies
on both sides and supported its armies fighting in theatres
around the world. There was no toleration of dissention or non-
conformity. Everything was justified for the war effort and
individual freedom was at an all-time low.
The end of the war saw only a small decline in demobiliza-
tion of men or arms because Americans were stationed around the
world in an effort to insure peace. Peacetime conscription is
in obvious conflict with the freedom of the individual. At
the same time growing government power was paralleled by the




Tn trenew industrilli'society, the corporation was almost
an entity in itself -- the only institution in modern times
virtually independent of the state as well as the stockholders.
Both managers and workers were divorced from the product and
it is the organization, rather than the~individual, which was
productive. The old idea of the stai~s functions as being
political rather than industrial was rendered obsolete as a govern-
ment-big business economy became prevalent. with America supporting
a global army, supplying destroyed countries in Europe and
Asia with necessary material to rebuild, and aiding underdev-
eloped thtTd world countries, a closer relationship b~tween govern-
ment and industry was inevitable. Industry also began to
adopt technology produced by the war effort to consumer goods.
Government cooperation was often needed in this effort, and more
regulation of business was forthcoming. The most serious for
the individual, however, was the continued sway of nationalism,
carried by the cold war to the extreme kind of nationalism in
which the world was divided under American and Russian leader-
"
,~
ship into two vital blocs.
In a world so badly divided, individual insecurity was
heightened by the prospect than an atomic war could destroy the
entire planet. With the cold war era, national security was in
danger of being achieved only at the price of indi~idual
liberty. Senator McCarthy and his hearings are a prime example
of this. During his campaign to purge the government of alleged
communists he garnered so much power that no one was willing to
speak out against him, lest they themselves be accused of sub-
version. This search for conformity allowed gross injustices and
infringements upon individual liberty to go unchallenged.
During this era the phenomenon of mass society pervaded
American culture. Historians and sociologists spoke of the
culture in these terms because they saw society as fundamentally
different from previous ages. They now postulated that society
was made up of a core of central institutions which coordinated
the overall activities of the population. Urban centers were
~
the loci from which all emanated, and the mass media was an
integral tool to connect the various sectors of society. The
growth of this industrial-technological bureaucracy was linked
with the loss of self-identity and the appearance of insecurity,
helplessness and alienation as characterist~cs of the American
character. Classic studies like Riesman's The Lonelv Crowd
chronicled the death of individuality and the surrender of self-
identity to larger societal forces. To critics like him, it
seemed that individualism was forever dead, an anachronism in
modern society. To others, it seemed that the potential to
act on individual choices was greater than it had ever been
~
because technology provided not only more alternatives, but






ThUS, the same themes of individuality and conformity
are still being debated. This controversy has assumed several
different shapes. Tm~merican has been seen as either an in-
dividualist or a conformist. He has been seen changing from
and individualist to a conformist. He has been seen as an
amalgam of both characteristics or in a continual state of
tension between them.
Throughout most of American history, until the outbreak
of the Second World War, the dominant interpretation of the
past suggested the presence of two national characters engaged in
permanent and constant conflict. This is evident by reading the
early accounts of foreign observers like Tocqueville, Bryc~ and
Martineau. T6day we live in a time of.apparent consensus, when
conflict between classes and ideologies is at a minimum.
{
The similarities of all groups seem to be emphasized and has
been referred to as a "cult of consensus." Seymour Lipset24
"
character of Americans has remained unchanged throughout history,
but at different times and in different social and political
situations different emphasis has been placed on the forces
fostering either conformity of individuality., Therefore, we
have always been individualists and conformists, and continue
to be so today. I agree with this conclusion and suggest that
today it is easier to be an individualist than in past ages /
because modern society fosters tolerance and Jnderstanding which




the critiques and defenses of modern society will help to lay
the groundwork for this conclusion.
The theory of mass society, per se, was largely a product
of nineteenth century. thought. Neitzsche envisioned modern
society as democratic society which tended toward a formless
and inert mass because of the equalization of status and oppor-
tunity apparent in such a political system.25 During the last
decades of the nineteenth century, Max Weber described the im-
pact of bureaucratic society on the individual. He traced
modern bureaucracy to the emergence of a money economy and saw
it as an essentially destructive force in modern society.26
The disintegrative influence of capitalism andurban life was
observed to leave man alone and helpless against the large, im-
personal society to which he was obliged by the desire to sur-
vive to conform.
This is the intellectual background from wh~ch present
theories of mass society grew. Criticisms were greatly strengthened
by the advent of mass communications when people allover the
country could read or see things which could mold their
thinking and influence their lifestyles. Mass society actually
appeared to influence a majority of lives between the two world
wars, with the high degree of industrialization and governmental
intervention in social and private concerns, and it permeated





fact that the mass was more closely in~egrated into the center
of society.
No social analysis presented within the last 25 years
can match the impact which Riesman's The Lonelv Crowd has had.
His terminology of "inner-directed" and "outer-directed" is
often used by other critics of mass society to substantiate
their own arguments. Greatly simplified, his theory centers
around the differing' character of the nineteenth century Amer-
ican and the twentieth century American. By examining American ;,.
history of one hundred years ago or so, he focuses on how con-
formity was assured, what people conformed to, and what society
expected of them. Recognizing that these criteria change with
historical evolution, Riesman concluded that early Americans
were inner-directed people. This means that people were social-
ized by an authoritive and often oppressive family unity through
which one internalized their values and teachings. These people
were oriented early in childhood to their life's goals through
intimate family socialization. The society in which these
people lived was one of new frontiers of production, discovery
and science. The people were extremely intrigued by the poss-
ibilities which technology held for them in terms of molding
the physical and organized environment, how it affected their
social mobility and their ambitions. This type of jOb-minded
society prevented people from interacting with each other due
to the individual's high degree of intensive concentration on
..
their,tasks mhich would lead to the final achievement of goals.
This doesn't mean, however, that people had no contact with
each other. People were valuable in terms of how they could
assist one in reaching one's life goals, i.e., politically, econ-
omically, and socially. They don't need or expect anything from
these people as ends in themselves, e.g., friendship, under-
standing, and didn't look to them for approval or warmth, but
rather for usefulness.
Thus, in this type of society, young people had clear models
to follow and generally thought in terms of great men and modeled
themselves after these people. People who had this type of
character orientation generally found themselves rewarded and
their lives unproblematical in the sense that they either fit
into society of didn't,They gained love and intimacy from his
family which was very stable and strong. Because he didn't
conform to anyone else's expectations, he is considered a fine
example of an individualist.27
The outer-directed person is socialized by peers rather
than parents. They aren't oriented to a specific goal or set of
values, but taught how to perceive changes in expectations from
their peers and then orient their actions to these new sets
of values. On can observe how the parents concern themselves
with the child's popularity, the school is more concerned about
morale than morality and in general everything is oriented
toward the social atmosphere. Theability to sense expectations
or imitate what others are doing gives a child the sense of what
..
, (
is worth having and experiencing. Goals are no longer valid
for a lifetime as with the inner-directed person, but continu-
ally change as society's goals and values change.
For the outer-directed person, the society's frontiers
are ones of consumption rather than production. The major
productive jobs are already done, steel-mills are built,
communications systems established and distribution completely
arranged. This person's concern is to live as a consumer, and
they ususally tak~ the goods produced for granted. The problem
is not attaining the goods, but rather having the proper attitudes
about them, i.e., is one having the right experiences vis-a-vis
the things one is consuming? People look to others for guid-
ance in answering this question, for approval or keys to ways
they can increase their enjoyment.
The final goal of the outer-directed person seems to be
to be different, but not too different, different enough to be
recognized, but not too different enough to be called eccen-
tric, different enou~l to be rsmemberc~ for one's distinctive-
ness, but not too different to be excluded because om doesn't
fit in. Success comes now in a person's ability to be malle-
able enough to fit into society's cooperative network.
Riesman does qualify his theory by saying that older
people are usually more inner-directed than younger people
and that this phenomenon is more prevelent among the urban
middle class than the small town or rural populations.
ment and socialization processes as they are, they too
are alien-
ated and lonely.





In Riesman's view, then, America seems to have moved from
a job-minded society, to a people-minded one. Approval is
always needed now. The character of Willy Loman in Death of a
Salesman is a good example of this because he is selling not
primarily for money, but for affection and self-justification.
The consequence of outer-directedness has been the loss
of traditional means of self-identification. Now people have
lost a sense of independence in the individual realm and crave
security and approval. The lonely crowd results because people
become alienated, lonely and lost in the world of technological
consumption. The family is weakened by stresses produced by
this new era and people increasingly seek close relationships
outside of the basic family unity. But since those which they
seek security and warmth from are products of the same environ-
iety. The isolation of people from one another and from the
institutions which order their lives is also seen as a product
of the technological age. According to many critics, technolo-
gical man has given up something of his spirit in order to
direct himself to the more social view of humanity. They
see individualism-as antithetical to integrated society. They
cite the fact that since the aim of society is to produce the
greatest good for the greatest number of people, the individual
'-
(
necessarily has to be bypassed and earlier values must give
way to ones more productive to the technological age.
David Whyte's theory of the "organization man" is a good ex-
ample of this.
As Whyte sees it, the old order of individualistic society
has been replaced by the "Social Ethic,',' the belief th~ t the
group is the source of creativity and that the individual has
a basic need to "belong" to this group. Modern society is dom-
inated by "organization men" whose lives are determined by the
.
large corporation which one works for. For these people, life
is increasingly divorced of fixed guideposts because they are
constantly moving from place to place because of the organ-
ization. The corporation has tremendous power over the individual
and organization allegance has largely superceded the formerly
dominant ties of family and community. Whyte observes these
people as being without a guiding philosophy because of their
transcience and therefore ready to hang on to anything that will
provide them with guidance. The organization does this because
it not only provides people with jObs, but also tells them where
to live, expects them to associate with othEr'organization people
(this is particularly true for those in the upper ranks),
.
and demands a certain degree of conformity for success and
advancement. The individual is either alienated by these ex-
pectations or grasps them immediately. Those in this grasping
position work hard but with littleilleological comfort because
they realize they are replaceable. They know well that their
"areas of choice are limited, and that they will never advance





the individual must often yield to group
consensus.28








self so that today people are simply
accessories to the tech-
nology which they
created. Technology
being ever more pro-
ductive, has become a
self-pertetuating force to which to in-





of a world towmultuous
poverty, America's resources will be
expanded beyond limits which many consider to be already mat-
erially excessive. In this scheme of things, with ever-rising
taxes and government
intervention and regulation to administer
such programs, what is left to the
individual?
It has been argued that modern
society imposes excessive
conformity on its members.
But upon closer
examination,
it's hard to discern who is
conforming to what. The Ne~
Re~ublic suggests that people are shaped by the leaders in
mass-media. The National
Review indicts "the liberals" as
controlling norms of
conformity and Fortune hails the organ-





the country is going
through a major change at the present
time
is related to an almost
inherently American tendency to be-
. lieve that one has been






tendencies exist, but in any historical
perspective,
there is generally lesS
conformity to an overall mode of con-
duct now than any time in America's
past. 30
Marcus Cunliffe has remarked on the American
tendency
to assert that a wondrous
opportunity has been ruined, that the
golden past is gone and that the future is only
bleak.3l He
points out that there has been
surprising continuity to
American history,





by a physical barrier.
Cunliffe attributes this
tendency to
three elements: 1) the
continuous and rapid social
change
since the origins of the
settlement, 2) the constant
American
determination to repudiate
Europe - Europe being equated
wi th the Past, in contrast wi th America
3,8 tho Future, and
3) the sense of mission,
dedication. and infinite
possibility
which is a consequence
of Americans'sense
of being free to
choose their own
destinies. 32
In a sense Cunliffe's
analysis shows how some of the values
we have seen arising from
America's revolutionary
origins
continue to be a part of its image of itself.
Perhaps more
important, he Suggests






are built and have not changed abruptly. Others have pointed
out that America is an example of a country where sotial
change does not have to destroy the flabric of society. pre-
cisely becauce society is based upon an ideological
commitment
to change.
The problem in dealing with the root criticisms of mass
culture lies in the fact that the critics formulate the problems
in all or nothing
terms.33 While some analyses are extremely
cogent and well documented. the question remains whether mass
society can be defined by any single formula.
because the
most striking aspect of it is that while it incorporates
the broad mass into society. it creates
diversity and variety
and sharpens the hunger for experience as more and more aspects
of the world come into the reach of the common man.
The concept of mass society tends to carry with it cer-
tain underlying value
orientations which have tended to impede





disorganization lies a romantic and somewhat
false notion of the past. Therefore.
studies which tend
to emphasize the "mass" nature of society
according to Philip
Olson. are often
suspect.34 The consequences of such value-
laden and determined
explorations has been labeled as, the
"spectre haunting sociologists"
by Edward Shils.35 because its
evaluative and connotative
meanings confound clear analysis






"If one listens to the critics of mass society, one
would be led to believe that the ordinary citizen
who listens to radio, watches TV, goes to films,
is something totally now to the world. He is a
"private atomic subject," utterly without religious
beliefs, without any private life, without a family
which means anything to him, he is standardized, ridden
with anxiety, perpetually in a state of "exacerbated"
unrest, his life "emptied of meaning", and "trivial-
ized" , "alienated from his community!;
and possibly him-
self," cretanized and brutalized."
J
Criticisms of mass society are valuable, but it should
not be assumed that man has sunken hto a hitherto unknown
mire because of it. Such a view necessarily precludes further
.
degradation and perhaps the ultimate extinction of the
individual. 37 I find this type of conclusion unwarranted and
clearly defined identity and was secure in his independence.
I think that my historical analysis has shown that this wasn't
the case in the past and that often conformity was as evident
as individuality.
without substantiation because such a conclusion necessitates
a corollary statement to the effect that before the advent of
mass society, individualism was rampant and everyone had a
But more than mere lack of historical sense is involved
in the theory of mass society. At its heart is a defense
of an aristocratic tradition which carries with it the doubt
that the majority of citizens could ever
becomeeducated.38
Therefore, this theory can often become a conservative defense
.
of privilege. It has its roots in therominant Western trad-
(.
ition of conservative
political thought, which still shapes
the categories of social theory in authoritarian
definitions
of leadership and in the concept of the mindless masses. Such
a picture of the mass originates in Aristotle's P61ictics
and can be traced t~rouch
Plutarch, early Christian theory and
Shakespeare's plays. The French Revolution put the "mindless
mass'."image into modern
consciousness with the defeat of the
ancien regime and the rallying movement toward popular
democracy. 39
It should be pointed out that in these largely "aristo-
cratic" critiques of modern society which are seen in the light
of an idealized feudal past, demo~racy is usually identified
with equality alone. The role of
constitutionalism, the
rule of law and universal








of Western democracy are overlooked by these theories. If
it is granted that mass society is
compartmentalized, superficial
must also be shown, the
establishment of the right to privacy,
to free choice of friends and occupation,
status on the basis
of achievement rather than ascription, a plurality of values
and norms rather than the exclusive
controls of a single dom-
inant group.
Therefore, when I refer to mass society within the con-
.
text of my conclusions, I mean it in neither a positive nor
".
negative sense, for I see the advantages and disadvantages
contained in it. J maintain that mass society provides the
necessary situations and conditions for freeing the individual
from many societal and personal constraints and fostering in-
dividualism in the alternatives which it provides to many
people.
Daniel Bell has defined modernity as a break with
the past as past, catapulting it into the present.40 Modern-
ity accepts with equal flexibility avant-gardism, elements of
the Western, Byzantine, Oriental and Egyptian past. Old
concepts of culture are based on continuity and tradition, while
new culture is based on variety; the contemporary ideal is one
of syncretism. 41 Older cultural boundaries are broken down
and the range of available alternatives is almost limitless.
Bell sees the range of modern society as being so diverse that
it is almost impossible to find a center of gravity that can
be defined as "contemporary man."
Consequently, there exists today less conformi ty'than in
the past. As Bell sees it, this is largely due to increased
educational levels combined with the variety of experiences
offered by technological development. He finds it curious
that all the controversy between individuality and conformity
continually rages because he cites that no one in America
will defend conformity as a way of life. He senses that
everyone, no longer bound by tradition, feels with themselves
.a capacity to do whatever one wants to which would bring
contentment and pleasure as long as one has the financial
capabilities. 42
Bell also sees the theory of conformity as no longer valid
for describing Western society which has, for the past 200
years, developed, within the framework of freedom, a simul-
taneous increased standard of living for a majority of the
people, and maintained high levels of individual freedom.
In his opinion, this is merely a romantic protest against con-
temporary life.43
.
I don't agree with Bell's final conclusion because conformity
is certainly a part of modern society, but the other obser-
vations he makes are very valid. I think his theory about
modern society being an amalgam of vadfuus cultures and as
willing to tolerate almost anything is well-put. It seems ob-
vious that since there are more .alternatives available today,
there would be less conformity than in the past.
But individuals do not always recognize and take advan-
tage of the opportunities which exist in American society.
Some prefer the security of conformity over the chance and
challenge of diversity. Society makes this an extremely viable
alternative. Some are satisfied to be molded by the mass
media, to allow themselves to be manipulated and exploited~
This is very easy, but it doesn't necessarily have to happen.
.
such a high degree of voluntary communal
activity. When people
see something wrong, unjust or damaging, they often
feel it




Modern society is a consentual society, but is by no
means a fabric of seamless harmony. Because the mass of the
population~_is wi thin closer proximity to the center of society,
their consensus legitimates institutions. Accompanying the
sense of affinity with one's neighbors, a greater openness and
greater sense of attachment to society as a whole, a greater
attempt at understanding is fostered. Only now, with a society
of the mass, do we regard love, individuality and personal re-
.\
.
lationships as the right order of life. People used to enjoy
floggings, hangings and executions, but with an increased
sense of identification with society comes an increased social
consciousness and new feelings of::humanism.
It is asserted that America is a nation of lonely, atomized
individuals. But it has been pointed out that Americans are
a nation of joiners. 43 There is in America nearly a quarter
of a million voluntary organizations with a total membership
of about 80 million people. No where else in the world exists
or that they should form an organization to combat it. Some
of these organizations are pressure groups with specific in-
.
terests, but many o~hers like the NAACP, ACLU, and PTA are
local community-improvement groups which offer shared activities




established for a specific calIse, not simply as a place to social-
ize. The records of achievement of these groups bears out
this assertion.44
Equallynoteworthy are the ethnic organizations which
carryon various sub-community activities. These various groups
carryon an amazing number of activities designed to pressure
the culture as well as provide a political voice for the com-
munities. The impact of these groups is great and they were
all founded on the premise of preserving individual identity.
Modern society, also because it is a great equalizer,
generates more respect for individuals. Now, simply existing
. in society guarantees one a minimal sense of dignity and worth.
Continually laws are being made to insure the equality of races
and sexes. Geographic boundaries and regional differences are
diminishing and with this goes the increase in understanding,
and therefore, tolerance of diverse cultures and ideas.
People now have the right to choos~ between many different
alternatives in many areas of life, from politics to the arts.
By contributing to the decline of tradition ,and ancestral
worship of authority, individual freedom has been enhanced.
The destruction of the primordial, traditional, and hierarch-
ical soci~_order of the. past has given human feelings and
their expression a larger place. It has also nurtured the






erance of them. Because of this, there is now a greater oppor-
tunity for individual development and fulfillment as well
as a greater openness toward experience.
The individual is incorporated into society today rather
than expelled from it. Hannah Arendt distinguishes between the
past and present in a significant way.45 In the past, iridiv-
idualism was manifested by escaping from society into the wild-
erness or frontier. Today such bohemianism is simply incorpor-
ated into society because no frontiers exist and society had
to absorb diverse individuals or constantly be in a state of
conflict. (Here by absorbing individuals I don not mean
making them conform to societal norms, but rather tolerating
and accepting various lifestyles and philosophies.)
Societal phenomena such as increased divorce rates, in-
creased rates of cohabitation, the openness toward sexuality,
the women's rights and gay rights movements seem to bear out
this conclusion. The people involved in these movements
are not searching as much for societal sanction as they are to
establish their Dwn individuality within the context of society.
If conformity was the guiding force 'in society, these move-
ments never would have occurred. Couples now living together
would maintain separate addresses and carryon "an affair',"
gays would remain "in the closet," and many troubled marriages
would remain intact for the sake of appearances rather than
freeing the individuals involved to pursue a happier life.
if a junior executive wants to make ,it to the top, he must con-
form to the company's and other execu ti ves' expectations. This





It is important to note that change and innovation are
built into the American system. The development of the American
culture occurred without a feudal tradition deeply rooted in
the historical consciousness. The phenomenon of mass society
itself is a product of change combined with the pragmatic ethos
and boundless optimism inherent in the American culture.
My implicit assumption has been that conformity and individ-
uality exist simultaneously within the American character now,
.
as it has in the past. It is extremely difficult to say with
any accuracy without statistical data which is more prevalent
in the American character today. I have presented arguments
which show that today, more than any other age, the opportuni-
t~es exist for people to pursue their individual interests of
Iffestyles if they want to. On the other hand, while there is
no formal rules or laws enforcing conformity as there were in
colonial New England, peer pressures can be very high. Usually
In asking whether individualism or conformity dominates
the American character, I have asked one of the most signif-
icant questions in the study of American history, because events
revolve around and are shaped by people. But I am also doing
.
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